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“UNDERSTANDING LIFE – BOOK OF ECCLESIASTES” 

“WISDOM IN AN IMPERFECT WORLD” (Ecclesiastes 8:1-17) 

The immature person tends to look at people and circumstances in a simplistic and binary way. 
Everything to them is in black and white. They then make snap judgments without carefully 
weighing up every aspect of a matter. The wise man weighs up carefully everything before drawing 
conclusions and then reacting. He understands that many things in life are more complex and 
nuanced. For instance, the best of men are but men at the best with weaknesses and flaws. God 
testified of King David that he had great strengths but also failures, “Because David did that which 
was right in the eyes of the LORD, and turned not aside from any thing that he commanded him all the days of his 
life, save only in the matter of Uriah the Hittite.” (1 Kings 15:5) Solomon argues in chapter 8 that God’s 
wisdom will deliver us from an immature life. He argues that: 

(1) WISDOM HELPS US UNDERSTAND AUTHORITY (v1-10) 
(2) WISDOM HELPS US UNDERSTAND INJUSTICE (v11-17)  

Who is as the wise man? and who knoweth the interpretation of a thing? a man's wisdom maketh his face to 
shine, and the boldness of his face shall be changed. I counsel thee to keep the king's commandment, and that in 

regard of the oath of God. (v1-2) 

Solomon was a very powerful King. He was the supreme ruler and judge over his people. Many 
times he was called to exercise authority over life or death. He ordered the death sentence to be 
carried out on evil men like Joab. Dealing with those in authority requires wisdom. It is all too easy 
for a subject of the monarch to think he knew better and to consider rebellion.  

 

 
Solomon takes the illustration of a wise servant and citizen, who’s wisdom showed on his 
demeanour, “a man's wisdom maketh his face to shine, and the boldness of his face shall be changed.” The king 
warns that this servant has sworn an oath of allegiance before God to obey this ruler and God 
requires him to keep his vow, “I counsel thee to keep the king's commandment, and that in regard of the oath 
of God.” This isn’t self-serving advice or novel teaching. For the Apostle Paul in Romans 13 makes 
clear that our rulers in the State Government are raised up to these offices and most be obeyed,  
“Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained 
of God.” (Romans 13:1) Therefore, submission to the government is an expression of our 
submission to God. Even the very worst of rulers and governments are universally ordained by 
God. This is regardless of place, circumstance, or any other consideration. It is God alone who 
determines who sits on the throne. That does not mean that everything they do is right or good, 
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but that God is the sovereign power behind them, permitting their rule. We should not conclude 
that this was an easy statement for Paul to make. He faced hostile governmental authorities 
throughout his ministry and would eventually be imprisoned and die by their hand. Yet Paul never 
counselled rebellion or disobedience. 

Be not hasty to go out of his sight: stand not in an evil thing; for he doeth whatsoever pleaseth him. Where the 
word of a king is, there is power: and who may say unto him, What doest thou? Whoso keepeth the 

commandment shall feel no evil thing: and a wise man's heart discerneth both time and judgment. (v3-5) 

We have an expression “out of sight – out of mind.” Plotters, grumblers and malcontents like to 
plot against their rulers secretly. Solomon warns not to leave the ruler’s presence and get involved 
in some political rebellion, “Be not hasty to go out of his sight: stand not in an evil thing….” A foolish 
person will allow his temper to flare up and impatiently demand an immediate solution. Christians 
must not join rebellious movements in society seeking to overthrow the state and we must not get 
involved in playing politics in the workplace behind the backs of our bosses. Paul deals with is our 
attitude to the governing authorities. He tells us we must give, “fear to whom fear; honour to whom 
honour.” (Romans 13:7b) This “fear” is more a sense of awe and reverence for those that hold the 
offices of the state. This word “honour” has the idea of showing the proper respect for those in 
authority because they are holding a God-appointed office. Peter also exhorts us to “honour the 
king” (1 Peter 2:17). Christians should never speak in a derogatory way to or about those that God 
has appointed to rule in governmental roles.  

Solomon underlines the dangers of rebellion, “for he doeth whatsoever pleaseth him. Where the 
word of a king is, there is power: and who may say unto him, What doest thou?” There is no court of appeal 
from the King’s law. No judge can find him guilty. He has the power to enforce his law. That is 
why we intuitively slow down when driving when we spot a police car or check our conversation 
when we see our boss approaching. Now, this is not the highest motive for obedience but it is a 
motivation. Solomon’s practical advice is to be wise and loyal to avoid the King’s wrath. For if you 
resist the King’s word, then you must be prepared to accept the consequences. 

Solomon teaches a wise man knows how to tactfully balance his duties to God and his 
duties to man. A classic illustration of this is Daniel. In Daniel 1 he was commanded to eat the 
King’s meat. The Bible states, “But Daniel purposed in his heart that he would not defile himself with the 
portion of the king’s meat, nor with the wine which he drank.” (Daniel 1:8a)  Daniel biblically understood 
that to eat this food would be to “defile himself with the portion of the king’s meat.” The Law of God 
explicitly prohibited the Jewish people from eating unclean animals and consuming meat that had 
not been prepared without the blood drained away (cf. Leviticus 11; 17:10-16). Clearly, the king’s 
food had some element of defilement present that made it forbidden. Although he was a young 
man, he showed his spiritual maturity and wisdom when he drew the lines he would not cross 
where the Bible drew the line. There was no biblical prohibition with studying in this Babylonian 
programme and accepting being renamed by the Babylonians. These were personal indignities that 
he was willing to suffer that providence had placed him under. But as soon as Nebuchadnezzar 
asked him to break God’s commandments and eat defiled meat, Daniel took his stand to resist.  

In this incident Daniel not only shows us the necessity of standing for God but also the 
importance of how we take our stand, “Walk in wisdom toward them that are without,” (Colossians 4:5a). 
He had a graciousness that goes with a truly godly character. Daniel also shows his maturity and 
spiritual wisdom in how he presents his objections. Doubtless, he prayed much for wisdom and 
courage to do so. Paul urged Timothy to “In meekness instructing those that oppose themselves; if God 
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peradventure will give them repentance to the acknowledging of the truth” (2 Timothy 2:25). It is not only 
knowing the right issue to take your stand and then doing that, which takes wisdom and courage, but 
also how you do so. God’s people are not meant to be disagreeable or unattractive persons. We are 
to contend for the faith without being contentious.  

Because to every purpose there is time and judgment, therefore the misery of man is great upon him. For he 
knoweth not that which shall be: for who can tell him when it shall be? There is no man that hath power over the 
spirit to retain the spirit; neither hath he power in the day of death: and there is no discharge in that war; neither 
shall wickedness deliver those that are given to it. All this have I seen, and applied my heart unto every work that 

is done under the sun: there is a time wherein one man ruleth over another to his own hurt. And so I saw the 
wicked buried, who had come and gone from the place of the holy, and they were forgotten in the city where they 

had so done: this is also vanity. (v6-10) 

One of the key reasons we don’t need to seek vengeance on those who misuse their authority is 
that God will do so, “Because to every purpose there is time and judgment.” There are always people with 
diseased personalities out there who assume that their calling in life is to make your life difficult. 
We live in a world riddled with strife, estrangement and bitterness. Human nature since the Fall is 
characterized by the desire for revenge. The world promotes maxims such as “revenge is sweet.” 
Even in the church, the same spirit is alive and well. But such an attitude is not to characterize the 
Christian, who should refuse to avenge themselves on those who wronged them. The Apostle Paul 
makes it clear that revenge for a believer is never acceptable, “Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but 
rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.” (Romans 12:19) 
He carves out no exceptions to this general rule – no ifs, buts or maybes! For it usurps God’s 
sovereign prerogative to execute justice on the wrongdoer, “Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the 
Lord.” Vengeance is not wrong as God will avenge us, “I will repay.” But vengeance is wrong for 
us, as we are commanded, “avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath.” In other words, we 
must let God have His rightful place as the Judge. 

The wise man knows that judgment will come, “Because to every purpose there is time and 
judgment, therefore the misery of man is great upon him. For he knoweth not that which shall be: for who can tell 
him when it shall be?”  But that doesn’t mean he knows when it will be. Rather he only knows that it 
must come. Solomon notes that death is inevitable, “There is no man that hath power over the spirit to 
retain the spirit; neither hath he power in the day of death: and there is no discharge in that war; neither shall 
wickedness deliver those that are given to it.” Foster points out,  

“In the military discharge places a man beyond the point of danger of death but not here. 
The Christian soldier, businessman or executive has no privileges under the title emeritus. 
Your business, industry or profession may put you out to pasture but like every book, 
every musical score, every ball game, every plane ride, there is written across your life, the 
end.” 

The Court of Eternal Judgment will have a hearing for every man, “neither shall wickedness deliver those 
that are given to it.” When every man is summonsed to appear, no lawyer on earth can find a way for 
him to escape the hearing. The powerful and the weak are just as impotent to resist the call of the 
Government of God. Judgment may not happen immediately, but it will happen! These lessons 
must sink into our hearts and minds. Every one of us is affected by authority. For we are either 
under authority or in a position of authority. Morgan notes, “The highest wisdom is submission 
to things as they are… Yet in doing all this there will abide in the heart the recognition of 
abounding injustice.” 
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Solomon then describes a funeral he has attended of a rich and powerful wicked man, 
“And so I saw the wicked buried, who had come and gone from the place of the holy, and they were forgotten in the 
city where they had so done: this is also vanity.” The deceased attended the temple and received a great 
send off at his funeral. The people he oppressed received no justice on earth and were forgotten, 
“and they were forgotten in the city where they had so done: this is also vanity.” This was a perplexing situation. 
Had the wicked man got away with it? We relate to the journey of Solomon because, for so many 
of us, it is our own. Injustice is a problem that frustrates us. But viewing it from the perspective 
of eternity will bring peace and comfort to us. For God can be trusted to right every wrong. One 
writer notes, 

“A profound point the Preacher has made, unless people believe firmly in the reality of 
divine judgment, human authority has difficulty enforcing its laws. When God seems to 
let people get away with wrong-doing, government sanctions and strictures may prove 
ineffective.  

WISDOM HELPS US UNDERSTAND INJUSTICE (v11-29) 

 

 
Because sentence against an evil work is not executed speedily, therefore the heart of the sons of men is fully set in 
them to do evil. Though a sinner do evil an hundred times, and his days be prolonged, yet surely I know that it 

shall be well with them that fear God, which fear before him: But it shall not be well with the wicked, neither shall 
he prolong his days, which are as a shadow; because he feareth not before God. There is a vanity which is done 

upon the earth; that there be just men, unto whom it happeneth according to the work of the wicked; again, there 
be wicked men, to whom it happeneth according to the work of the righteous: I said that this also is vanity. (v11-

14) 

Solomon points out that the reason a sinner continues in the path of sin is often because he 
thought he had got away with it, “Because sentence against an evil work is not executed speedily, therefore the 
heart of the sons of men is fully set in them to do evil.” This is the oldest lie in the world that fooled Eve. 
For the devil promised her that if she broke God’s commandment, “Ye shall not surely die. (Gen. 
3:4a) But the devil’s promises are always lies. As the “father of lies,” he never gives you the fine 
print of all the consequences. Solomon concurs with this and warns that there will be a payday 
someday, “Though a sinner do evil an hundred times, and his days be prolonged, yet surely I know that it shall 
be well with them that fear God, which fear before him: But it shall not be well with the wicked, neither shall he 
prolong his days, which are as a shadow; because he feareth not before God.” The wicked don’t get away with 
it. Granted, sometimes this can be very unpleasant for us to endure.  But we must believe by faith 
that God’s justice will catch up with them in the end. Don’t conclude they have because they die 
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with a great funeral send off. Death on earth is not the end of the matter. Justice delayed is not 
justice denied. Therefore, we should not be bitter or become frustrated with God’s ways.  

Solomon warns that God’s ways are not always clear to us, “There is a vanity which is done 
upon the earth; that there be just men, unto whom it happeneth according to the work of the wicked; again, there be 
wicked men, to whom it happeneth according to the work of the righteous: I said that this also is vanity.” The 
wisest of human Kings struggled with the injustices in the world and how they were left 
unresolved. In the end, Solomon came to a position of peace by simply accepting that only a 
sovereign God knows things that we don’t know (cf. Deut. 29:29; Romans 11:33) Veldey points 
out,  

“Solomon had made a ceaseless effort, without rest day or night to try to understand God’s 
ways, but in vain. Life’s riddle baffles the wisest quest. How unsearchable are God’s 
judgments and his ways past tracing out. Man may apply his heart, his whole inner nature, 
intellectual and emotional, to know the business done upon the earth. But the problems 
of life are beyond man’s power to grasp. We must recognize God’s sovereignty over all 
human affairs. All are in the hand of God. Whether God’s dealings are with favor or 
displeasure, we cannot know because we are unable to read the future. However, the future 
is in God’s hands and it is foolish for us to try to take it into our own hands. In that sense 
I am not the captain of my soul nor the master of my destiny.”  

Then I commended mirth, because a man hath no better thing under the sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be 
merry: for that shall abide with him of his labour the days of his life, which God giveth him under the sun. When 
I applied mine heart to know wisdom, and to see the business that is done upon the earth: (for also there is that 

neither day nor night seeth sleep with his eyes:) Then I beheld all the work of God, that a man cannot find out the 
work that is done under the sun: because though a man labour to seek it out, yet he shall not find it; yea farther; 

though a wise man think to know it, yet shall he not be able to find it. (v15-17) 

Solomon draws some conclusions in the final verses of this chapter.  We should enjoy the gifts of 
the Giver, “Then I commended mirth, because a man hath no better thing under the sun, than to eat, and to 
drink, and to be merry: for that shall abide with him of his labour the days of his life, which God giveth him under 
the sun.” Don’t let sin and sinners prevent you from doing this. Discipline yourself to be content 
in your circumstances. Life is not a dress rehearsal. Rejoice in the Lord in the days we are given. 
Wiersbe puts it this way:  

“Having shown that there are enigmatic contradictions in the doctrine of retribution—
righteousness is not always rewarded and wickedness is not always punished, and 
sometimes the wicked prosper and the righteous meet with disaster—Solomon again 
recommended the enjoyment of life. He said that life’s best is to enjoy the fruits of one’s 
labor (i.e., to eat and drink; cf. 2:24; 3:13; 5:18) and “to rejoice” or be glad (cf. 3:12; 5:19). 
Also he noted that this joy would enliven one’s labor (i.e., it would accompany him in his 
work). As is obvious from earlier occurrences of this theme (cf. 2:24-26; 3:12, 22; 5:18-20), 
this is not Epicurean hedonism based on despair but is a note of submission. Man cannot 
control or predict adversity or prosperity; however, each day’s joys should be received as 
gifts from God’s hand and be savored as God permits (3:13; 5:19).”  

 We should also not seek to work out all the workings of God. His ways are always higher 
than our ways. Wiersbe points out, “God is partly concealed and partly revealed.” You can’t work 
God out like an algebraic problem. A person who thinks he or she knows everything is destined 
for a deep disappointment, “When I applied mine heart to know wisdom, and to see the business that is done 
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upon the earth: (for also there is that neither day nor night seeth sleep with his eyes:) Then I beheld all the work of 
God, that a man cannot find out the work that is done under the sun: because though a man labour to seek it out, 
yet he shall not find it; yea farther; though a wise man think to know it, yet shall he not be able to find it.”  

 

 
This warning is from the wisest person who ever lived. We may grasp parts of the plan here and 
then but never the whole. Today we see through the glass darkly. Don’t try to solve the unsolvable 
and answer the unanswerable. The fact that there are these difficult conundrums is also part of 
God’s programme. Humble yourself and bow the knee. Rejoice in God’s gifts. Take time to enjoy 
the simple pleasures of life. Live every day investing your life for the glory of God.  
 

O Rejoice in the LORD 
He makes no mistake, 

He knoweth the end of each path that I take, 
For when I am tried 

And purified, 
I shall come forth as gold. 

 


